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CHAPTER ONE: AN ACCIDENTAL JOURNEY
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Erica abruptly sat up in her bed, the alarm blaring her out of blissful sleep with all the mercy of a fire drill in a hospital nursery. Her hand shot out from under the covers and slapped at the snooze button until the menace fell silent. For one precious second there was peace.

Then her body caught up with consciousness.

She winced and dropped onto her back, her head plunging into her pillow as if she might be able to dive through it and come out somewhere else. Somewhere without alarms. Somewhere without rent. Somewhere without the entire concept of morning. She slipped the bed spread back over her body, dragging it up to her chin with the slow desperation of a woman trying to hide from a firing squad. Her eyes closed again, not because she believed sleep would return, but because denial was free and required very little effort.

She wished to travel back in time. Not far. She was not greedy. Just a few hours. Just enough to get more sleep. Just enough to undo whatever stupid decision had led her to stay awake scrolling through nonsense on her phone while telling herself she was “winding down.” Winding down, apparently, was what people called it when they made the next morning worse on purpose.

It didn't work, she was clearly out of wishes.

Instead she lay with her eyes closed, already dreading the moment the alarm would go off again, reminding her she had responsibilities, bills to pay, people to please, work that needed to be done. The day had not even started and already it was lined up outside her bedroom door like a crowd of angry creditors. Every obligation had a little clipboard. Every worry had a whistle. Somewhere in the invisible machinery of the universe, a supervisor was tapping a watch and waiting for her to disappoint them.

The light creeping through the balcony door was beginning to pierce her eyelids, not bright enough to be useful, but bright enough to be rude. She turned on her side and pulled the covers over her head. The world became dim and soft and close. As her breath warmed the interior of her fortress of bed linen, she tried to pretend she had constructed a secure defensive structure and not, in fact, wrapped herself in a blanket like a burrito of dread.

She thought about what she needed to do exactly in order to be out the door on time. Shower, 20 minutes, dress, 5 minutes, minimal makeup and hair, 15 minutes. 40 minutes.

Forty minutes if everything went perfectly.

That was the poisonous little phrase.

Perfectly meant no dropped shampoo bottle, no eyeliner betrayal, no missing sock, no sudden discovery that the only clean work shirt had developed a mysterious stain while hanging in the closet doing absolutely nothing. Perfectly meant her hair would submit to the brush without negotiating terms. Perfectly meant she would not lose her keys, her wallet, her phone, or the will to live between the bed and the front door.

She peeked out of her covers at the clock, 6:31am.

The glowing numbers stared back at her with cold digital contempt.

If she stopped for coffee on the way, she could sleep another 25 minutes and still get to work on time. Technically. Mathematically. In the same way a person could technically jump from one rooftop to another if the wind, angle, distance, footwear and mercy of God all cooperated. That left no room for error. No room for bad luck at stop lights, unexpected delays at the coffee shop or detours due to construction. No room for a school bus. No room for some old man in a hat driving ten miles under the speed limit because he had apparently left home in 1987 and had yet to arrive at his destination. No room for a police car behind her, no room for a wreck ahead of her, no room for the universe to notice she was trying to get away with something.

She felt the stress building up already, a tight little fist forming beneath her ribs. All the nightmare scenarios swimming in her brain finally came to a boil. In one version she slept too long and ran into work late while everyone watched. In another her car refused to start and she had to explain to her supervisor that the ancient machine gifted to her by a great aunt had finally chosen death. In another she made it all the way to the parking lot and realized she had forgotten her badge, or her lunch, or pants. The pants one was unlikely, but her brain included it anyway for the sake of thoroughness.

Her stomach twisted.

No. No more math. No more bargaining. No more lying beneath the blankets pretending the day could be delayed by cowardice.

She threw the covers off of her and let the cold morning air crash over her naked skin, forcing her consciousness to wake fully. Goosebumps rushed over her body like a crowd fleeing a burning theater. Her muscles clenched, her toes curled, and she sucked in a sharp breath through her teeth.

Awake. Unfortunately.

After a final glare at her alarm clock, she turn it off and flipped her legs over the side of the bed. For a moment she just sat there, long hair wild, shoulders slumped, bare feet hovering over the floor as if the wood below were a frozen lake she was about to step through.

Then she willed herself to stand.

The cold hard wood flooring of her studio apartment was almost as good as a slap in the face. Almost. A slap would have at least suggested someone cared enough to participate. The floor was just there, indifferent and freezing, stealing the warmth from the soles of her feet as soon as she committed to standing.

Erica hissed through her teeth and shifted her weight from one foot to the other, lifting each long leg in turn as if she could negotiate with the temperature. The chill in the air coming through the screen door of her balcony gave her goosebumps, raising little bumps along her arms, her stomach, her thighs. She crossed her arms briefly over herself, less from modesty than from instinct, and looked toward the soft gray light leaking around the edge of the curtains.

Morning had arrived whether she approved or not.

She walked to the balcony door and slid it open.

The sound met her first. The soft roar of the river three stories below, constant and patient, rolling through Rivertown like it had somewhere important to be but no reason to hurry. It was not loud enough to drown out the world, but it softened the edges of it. Cars in the distance became murmurs. A dog barking somewhere across the river became part of the weather. The hum of someone’s air conditioner, the creak of an old sign, the first thin movements of people waking up in other apartments, all of it folded beneath the river until the morning seemed briefly survivable.

The smell of the morning mist was intoxicating.

Wet stone. Old brick. River mud. Clean air before the day had a chance to ruin it. Erica took a deeper breath than she meant to and felt some tight little knot in her chest loosen by a fraction. Not untie. Never untie. Just loosen enough that she could pretend for a few seconds she was a normal person having a peaceful morning and not a nervous system with legs.

Erica loved living in Rivertown, a town large enough to have every convenience, but without the stress and grime of the city. There were grocery stores and coffee shops and restaurants, a used bookstore with a cat that hated everyone equally, a pharmacy where the cashier always called her “hon,” and enough people that she could disappear into a crowd when she wanted to. But it was not Greenville. It did not press down on her from every side. It did not shout at her in traffic lights and office towers and intersections designed by people who had clearly never experienced fear.

Rivertown breathed.

Greenville swallowed.

She stepped out on the balcony and scanned the buildings across the river. Rows of windows stared back at her, blank and dim, most of them still asleep behind blinds and curtains. No one was watching as she stretched her arms over her head and listened to her joints cracking awake. Her spine popped. One shoulder complained. Her neck made a sound that did not seem appropriate for a person her age.

Eighteen years old and already making noises like an abandoned staircase.

She looked to the neighboring balconies to make sure she was not giving anyone a free show as her naked body groaned into awareness. The balcony to her left was empty except for a plastic chair, a dead plant, and a coffee can full of cigarette butts. The balcony to her right had the neighbor’s usual collection of overwatered greenery leaning against the rail as if planning a group escape. Across the river, nothing moved except a gull walking along the lip of a roof like it owned property.

At six feet tall, she was hard to miss if anyone happened to look her way. Her body had never learned how to be small. Even when she hunched, even when she folded in on herself, even when she tried to take up less space in elevators or office hallways, she was still there. Long legs. Long arms. Long neck. Hair falling down her back like a curtain that never quite hid enough. Men looked. Women looked. Children looked up at her like she might be able to retrieve balloons from telephone wires.

Most of the time she hated it.

Most of the time being tall felt like being visible against her will.

But out here, with the mist curling off the river and the cold morning air touching every inch of her, visibility became something else. Something sharper. Something secret. She was not on display because no one was watching. She was not being judged because no one knew. The thrill of being nude in the open was as good as a cup of coffee. Better, maybe, because coffee made her heart race and this made her feel awake in a different way. Awake in her skin. Awake in the length of her body. Awake in the strange, private knowledge that she was doing something she was not supposed to do and the world had failed to punish her for it.

A little smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

Then a car horn sounded somewhere down the street and reality came galloping back like it had been waiting just out of sight.

Work.

Time.

Clothes.

People.

When she felt fully conscious, Erica marched back inside and into the shower. It was going to be a long stressful day. Just like every other.

~After her shower~

She was dressed in her uniform, a simple golf tee with the company logo, slacks and tennis shoes. The shirt was technically her size in the same way a cardboard box was technically shelter. It fit, but without kindness. The sleeves pulled oddly at her shoulders, the fabric clung where it should have relaxed, and the company logo sat over her chest with the smugness of a thing that had never paid rent.

Erica looked at herself in the mirror and tried not to sigh too hard.

The uniform was designed to make everyone look approachable, professional, and interchangeable. On her, it made her look like someone had dressed a runway model for a charity golf tournament nobody wanted to attend. She tugged the hem down. Then she tugged it up. Then she stopped tugging because the shirt was clearly not interested in improving.

Her slacks were better, but only because they had given up. They hung from her hips with all the enthusiasm of a flag on a windless day. Her tennis shoes were clean enough. Not new. Not fashionable. Clean enough. Clean enough was a phrase that described a great deal of Erica’s life.

She pulled her hair back into a ponytail and wrapped the scrunchy around it and looked in the mirror. The motion was automatic, practiced, almost soothing. Gather. Twist. Pull through. Tighten. She shook her head briefly and watched her ponytail swish behind her head.

The movement caught her attention more than it should have.

She did it again, just a little.

The dark fall of hair swung from side to side, brushing the back of her neck, then settling between her shoulder blades. Something about it made her chest ache. Not painfully. Not exactly. It was a small hollow sadness, the kind that arrived without announcing what it wanted. A moment of sadness washing over her. As she fell into a thousand yard stare for a moment, she let her mind wonder into fantasy. A fantasy that was out of reach and counter to her reality.

She did not have a clear picture of it. Not yet.

It was more feeling than image.

Running without deciding where. Being guided instead of responsible. Being useful in a way that did not require answering questions from strangers or pretending to care about things that exhausted her. Being seen, but not as Erica in a bad uniform with a schedule and bills and a supervisor. Seen as something simpler. Something elegant. Something admired for movement, obedience, strength, beauty.

Her fingers drifted to the base of her ponytail and tightened around it lightly.

The mirror gave her back the same young woman it always did. Too tall. Too tired. Too aware of every possible thing that could go wrong between now and bedtime.

With a sigh, she looked at the clock.

Ten minutes ahead of schedule.

The number should have pleased her. Instead it immediately created new pressure. Ten minutes could vanish. Ten minutes could be wasted. Ten minutes was not safety; it was bait. Still, it was better than being behind. Behind was a cliff. Ahead was at least a narrow ledge with some loose gravel and a warning sign.

She took a deep breath, grabbed her pocketbook and keys, took one more look in the mirror swishing her ponytail behind her head with a brief smile and the sighed and walked out the door.

~In her car~

She drove a car that was older than her, given to her by a great aunt that no longer had use of it. The car had the general shape of a sedan and the temperament of a retired circus animal. It still performed when asked, but only after a moment of silent judgment. The paint had faded from whatever color it had originally been into a shade Erica privately thought of as “municipal sadness.” The upholstery smelled faintly of old perfume, sun-baked vinyl, and the collection of strawberry hard candies her great aunt had once kept in the glove box for reasons no one had ever explained.

Erica couldn't afford a new car by any stretch of the imagination. She barely could afford this one and it was free, well, without payments attached, but the insurance, gas and maintenance ate up almost as much of her monthly income as her apartment. The word free, she had learned, was one of adulthood’s better jokes. Free things needed tires. Free things needed oil changes. Free things made mysterious clunking sounds that mechanics described with facial expressions usually reserved for terminal diagnoses.

Still half the cost of an apartment in the city though.

That was the equation she lived inside. Cheaper apartment, longer drive. Older car, higher anxiety. Better air, worse commute. Freedom, but only the kind that came with a fuel gauge and a checking account balance she checked with one eye closed.

It was over an hour drive at a modest 45 mph into Greenville to her job and she was constantly fighting to be on time. Every morning became a contest between math and catastrophe. The route was familiar enough that she could drive it half-asleep, which was unfortunate because she often had to. Out of Rivertown, past the river bends and older neighborhoods, onto the state road, through the ranch land, then slowly into the northern suburbs where the world grew louder, flatter, meaner.

Today she was a little early and the coffee shop was just a few minutes ahead.

The thought warmed her almost as much as the heater struggling to clear the fog from the windshield. Caffeine would make her feel better. It always did. Not good, exactly. Good was asking a lot from boiled bean water in a paper cup. But better. Sharper. Less likely to cry because a traffic light changed at the wrong time. Less likely to take a rude caller personally. Less likely to feel like every sound in the world was happening directly under her skin.

She turned onto the main road, checked both ways twice, then checked again because trust was how people ended up in accidents. The old car groaned forward. Erica adjusted her grip on the steering wheel and glanced in the rearview mirror.

Her ponytail shifted against the back of the seat.

For one foolish second, she smiled.

Then the car behind her honked because she had apparently waited half a heartbeat too long after the light turned green, and Erica flinched hard enough to hate both of them.

~After the coffee shop~

Still a few minutes ahead and now caffeinated, Erica was almost in a good mood.

Almost was dangerous territory. Almost invited consequences. Almost was the universe’s favorite setup for a punchline. Still, she allowed herself a cautious sip of optimism along with the coffee. The paper cup was warm against her palm, the lid smelled faintly of roasted beans and artificial vanilla, and the first real hit of caffeine had begun spreading through her bloodstream like reinforcements arriving to a badly defended fort.

The state road was mostly empty this time on a Saturday morning and, even when it wasn't, Erica liked to come this way. It was not the fastest route according to her phone, but her phone did not have nerves and therefore did not get a vote. The highway would have been quicker if traffic behaved, but traffic never behaved. Traffic was a herd of metal boxes operated by people who were either late, angry, texting, elderly, lost, or all five at once. The state road curved and dipped and gave her room to breathe. It let her pretend, for stretches at a time, that driving was not just a complicated way to die between appointments.

The ranches between Rivertown and Greenville gave her comfort.

They appeared gradually as she left the denser streets behind, long wooden fences unfolding beside the road, pastures silvered by morning dew, barns standing broad and red or weather-gray against the pale sky. Some had white rails so clean they looked painted by someone with more money than sense. Others leaned into the landscape like old men with bad knees, patched and practical and stubbornly alive. Grass moved in soft waves under the breeze. The world opened there. It stopped crowding her.

She loved to watch the horses running around in their pens.

Some mornings they barely moved, standing hipshot and sleepy beneath trees, tails flicking at flies as if swatting away minor insults. Other mornings they were alive with some private madness, galloping for no reason Erica could understand, heads high, manes lifting, hooves striking the earth with a rhythm that went straight into her chest. Today, a pair of chestnuts trotted along the far side of a pasture, one chasing the other without urgency, both of them shining where the sun caught their coats. A black horse stood near a fence with its head lowered, calm as a statue, while a smaller gray one rolled in the grass with complete disregard for dignity.

Erica slowed a little, not enough to be unsafe, but enough to stretch the moment.

She had a strange relationship with the equestrian world. She didn't want to ride the horses, she secretly wanted to be one.

The thought came as naturally as breathing, and just as quickly she glanced around the empty car as if someone might have heard it. No one had, of course. The passenger seat contained only her pocketbook, a crumpled napkin, and the faint judgment of an unpaid insurance bill tucked somewhere inside the glove compartment. Still, she felt heat touch her cheeks.

It was ridiculous.

It was impossible.

It was the sort of thought a person was supposed to bury under work schedules and grocery lists and sensible shoes. People wanted to own horses, ride horses, photograph horses, bet on horses, brush horses, rescue horses, or complain about the expense of horses. People did not want to be horses. Not normal people. Not practical people. Not girls with call-center jobs and rent due in eleven days.

She sipped her coffee and watched the horses.

They were not free, but oddly, they were, in a sense, unburdened, loved and admired. They did not pick insurance plans. They did not answer phones. They did not smile politely while strangers yelled at them about things they could not control. They did not have to decide what to cook for dinner when their brain was already too tired to remember whether they owned food. Their days were shaped by fences and feeding times, by hands that brushed them, by voices that called them in from the field. Their world had rules, but the rules were honest. A gate was a gate. A lead rope was a lead rope. A command meant move, halt, turn, wait. There was comfort in that.

It was a specific kind of freedom a human rarely attained and Erica only dreamed about.

Freedom from deciding.

Freedom from pretending.

Freedom from the constant dull panic of being responsible for herself every minute of every day.

She watched the black horse lift its head and flick its ears toward the road as she passed. For one strange second, Erica imagined it looking directly at her, not as a person in a car, but as something misplaced. Something on the wrong side of the fence. Something wearing clothes and holding coffee and pretending that was the proper arrangement of the universe.

Her grip tightened around the cup.

Then the last pasture slipped behind her, and the road began changing.

As she left the ranch area and began to enter the northern suburbs of the city, Erica's stress began to swell up again. It did not rush back all at once. It seeped in. First with the extra lanes. Then with the traffic lights. Then with the strip malls and gas stations and fast-food signs and people everywhere, too many people, all moving as if they had been personally assigned to complicate her morning.

Traffic lights hung over the intersections like judges. Red was delay. Yellow was accusation. Green was pressure. Go now. Go faster. Why are you hesitating? Why are you like this?

Pedestrians jay walking, kids on the sidewalks she feared would dash into the street at any moment, dogs wondering off their leash. A man in basketball shorts stepped off a curb while looking at his phone and Erica’s foot twitched toward the brake before he noticed the crosswalk signal was still against him and backed up without ever looking ashamed enough. A woman pushed a stroller too close to the edge of the sidewalk. A cyclist drifted between lane and shoulder like he had unresolved feelings about mortality. Two boys threw a ball near a driveway and Erica’s brain immediately supplied a detailed vision of it bouncing into the street with one of them chasing after it.

She saw impending disaster on every street and it made her anxious.

Her coffee helped, but only in the way a candle helped in a house fire. Her heartbeat had picked up again. Her shoulders had risen toward her ears. She kept checking mirrors, crosswalks, speed, distance, signals, pedestrians, the car behind her, the car beside her, the car ahead of her, the possibility of a car appearing from nowhere because apparently her imagination did not respect the known laws of physics.

Just five more minutes to the office and she could trade the stress of driving for the heavier stress of work.

That was the reward.

Survive one anxiety and receive another.

She was only eighteen and already the weight of the world was crushing her soul. Eighteen was supposed to mean beginning. It was supposed to mean freedom, mistakes, late nights, terrible decisions that became funny stories, kissing people she should not kiss and buying things she could not afford because youth was allegedly a magic shield against consequences. Instead, Erica felt like she had been handed adulthood with no instructions, a cracked helmet, and a supervisor telling her she was not meeting expectations.

The company building rose ahead, square and beige and aggressively unromantic. Its windows reflected the morning sky without improving it. The parking lot was already filling with cars belonging to people who had also chosen, or been forced, to trade their Saturday for wages and fluorescent lighting. Erica turned in carefully, signaled even though no one was close enough to benefit, and found a spot near the side entrance.

When she pulled into the company parking lot and parked, Erica let of a breath she didn't realize she'd been holding.

Her hands stayed on the steering wheel for a moment.

The engine ticked softly. The coffee steamed in the cup holder. Somewhere beyond the windshield, people were walking toward the building with badges swinging from lanyards, carrying lunch bags and dead-eyed resignation.

Erica looked at them, then at her own reflection faintly visible in the glass.

Made it safe and sound...for now. She assured herself. Now I just need to survive the next nine hours in the realm of chaos and I can stress out driving home in the dark.

She got out of her car and made her way to the security checkpoint.

The parking lot smelled like warm asphalt, car exhaust, and the faint burnt scent of someone’s overworked brakes. Erica slung her pocketbook over one shoulder, grabbed her coffee with the other hand, and walked toward the entrance with the practiced speed of someone who was not late but feared becoming late as a matter of principle. Around her, other employees converged on the building from every direction, all of them moving in the same dull migration toward fluorescent light and scheduled misery.

The security checkpoint sat beneath a glass overhang just inside the front doors. A waist-high metal gate, a scanner, a desk with two monitors, and a guard who always looked more awake than anyone had any right to look at this hour. The lobby itself was too bright and too clean, the sort of corporate clean that did not suggest freshness so much as chemical victory.

She didn't even have to show her ID, the guard knew her well, she was young, tall and beautiful. All the guards knew her.

That was one of the small exhausting facts of being Erica. People remembered her. She could not just be another golf shirt and slacks drifting through the lobby. She was the tall one. The pretty one. The one with the legs. The one whose name men remembered after being told once, even if they forgot everyone else’s. None of them were openly rude. Most were polite. A few were even sweet in the harmless, grandfatherly way that made her feel guilty for bracing herself anyway. But being noticed all the time still wore on her like a hand resting too long on the back of her neck.

The guard gave her the usual nod and wave-through.

Erica returned a small smile, the kind used by women who had learned that friendliness was safer than blankness, then stepped through the gate.

As she got in the elevator with five other people coming to work, she got anxious that the elevator would plunge them to their deaths.

The doors slid shut with a soft mechanical sigh, trapping them in a mirrored box full of perfume, deodorant, stale coffee breath, and the faint electric smell of old machinery. The floor gave its tiny upward lurch, and Erica’s stomach responded as if this were not a normal elevator ride but the opening act of a disaster documentary. She kept her eyes on the glowing numbers above the door.

Two.

Three.

The man beside her sniffed. Someone behind her cleared their throat. A woman in the corner was already talking into a headset even though she had not technically arrived at work yet, which Erica considered a crime against both labor and decency. The elevator hummed upward. Erica imagined the cable snapping. Then she imagined the backup brakes failing. Then she imagined the news report and wondered if they would use her employee badge photo, which was a horrifying thought because the lighting in that picture had made her look like a wanted fugitive caught shoplifting cold medicine.

Four.

She shifted her weight and tried not to look nervous.

Five.

The doors opened.

No one died.

A miracle.

When she got out on the 5th floor, the sound of the call center flooded over her like a fresh wave of anxiety.

It hit before she even turned the corner. Voices layered over voices, a hundred conversations happening at once, none of them complete, all of them somehow urgent. Phones chiming. Keyboards clacking. Chairs rolling. Printers coughing paper into trays. Supervisors calling out reminders nobody wanted. The low electronic murmur of the routing system stitched it all together into one huge, living thing.

A hundred people calling registered voters and asking them questions about candidates she didn't care about, topics she didn't care about and political scandals she couldn't care less about.

The room stretched wide and gray under fluorescent panels, a maze of cubicles arranged with the cold efficiency of a chicken farm for opinions. Every workstation had the same headset, the same monitor, the same laminated script cards, the same little motivational sign about teamwork or excellence or some other abstract virtue that never helped when a stranger screamed at you because you had interrupted dinner.

Erica moved through the rows toward her station. She passed coworkers already in various stages of spiritual collapse. One woman was smiling too brightly into her headset, which meant the caller was awful. A man two cubicles down had the dead-eyed focus of someone being told a conspiracy theory at high volume. Another employee was mouthing along with the script while staring at the ceiling like he was praying for structural failure.

Her own cubicle waited for her.

Tiny desk. Cheap chair. Monitor. Keyboard. Headset. Water bottle. A sticky note she had written to herself two days earlier that said, breathe, idiot, which had been meant as encouragement but now felt like workplace bullying from her past self.

When she sat down at her computer and logged in, the anxiety peaked and she had to take several deep breaths.

The chair squeaked under her. The system took forever to load, giving her just enough time to dread every possible call she might receive. Angry man. Lonely woman. Political obsessive. Person who thought she personally controlled the government. Person who would flirt because she sounded young. Person who would ask where she lived. Person who would tell her she sounded tall, which had happened once and still haunted her because what did that even mean?

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard.

You can do this. She said in her head. You have been doing it every day you come here and the world hasn't exploded yet.

Technically true.

The world had not exploded...yet.

It had merely become unpleasant in many smaller, more efficient ways.

She put on the headset. It pressed her hair awkwardly against her skull and made her ponytail tug at the back of her head. She adjusted it, then adjusted it again, then gave up and accepted discomfort as part of the uniform.

She hit the affirmation that she was on duty and the system routed her the first call. She tried to keep calm and hoped lunch would come quickly.

The morning did what mornings in call centers always did. It stretched. It crawled. It folded time into something sticky and cruel. Erica read from the script, clicked the appropriate boxes, apologized to people who did not deserve apologies, thanked people who hung up on her, and smiled with her voice because that was what the training video had told her to do. She learned that strangers could be furious about survey questions before fully understanding what the survey was. She learned that “this will only take a few minutes” was one of the great lies of civilization. She learned, again, that nine hours could contain several lifetimes if most of those lifetimes were spent saying, “I understand, ma’am.”

By the time lunch arrived, she did not walk to the elevator so much as escape toward it.

~On her lunch hour~

Erica always left the job site for her lunch hour.

Always.

The building had a break room, technically, in the same way a closet with vending machines and a microwave that smelled like burned soup was technically a room. Some employees ate there, hunched over plastic containers beneath a television permanently tuned to a news channel that made everyone more upset than informed. Erica could not do it. Staying in the building during lunch made her feel like she had not been released, only moved to a smaller enclosure.

Outside was necessary.

Even if it was only an hour. Even if most of that hour was spent driving somewhere, buying food, eating too quickly, and driving back while trying not to spill sauce on her uniform. It still counted. The sky was above her. The door was behind her. No one was routing calls into her ear. That was freedom enough to taste.

Greenville had one quality she loved, a lot of good places to eat.

The city might be loud and crowded and apparently designed to raise her blood pressure, but it fed people well. Tacos from a window that looked legally questionable but produced religious experiences. Noodle bowls from a place with four tables and a grandmother in the kitchen who shouted at everyone. Burgers wrapped in paper thin enough to become transparent with grease. Bakeries, delis, diners, food trucks, cafes, places with handwritten menus and places with menus so large they should have required a table of contents.

She had the metabolism of a hummingbird and loved to eat.

At six feet tall, she could put away food with the focused dignity of a farm animal and still have people ask if she ever ate. She hated that question. She hated most questions about her body, honestly, but that one especially because it always came with the same little laugh, as if hunger were a personality quirk and not a biological function. Yes, she ate. Frequently. With enthusiasm. Sometimes with the grim commitment of a woman trying to keep her bones from filing a complaint.

She had been working her way up the restaurants on 88th street since she started this job and today she was at the seedier part of the area when she spotted a sandwich shop next to an adult bookstore.

The sandwich shop had a faded striped awning, a handwritten special taped to the window, and a neon sign shaped like a pickle. The adult bookstore next to it had blacked-out windows plastered with advertisements that were trying very hard to be both mysterious and obvious. The two businesses shared a parking lot, which seemed like the setup for a joke no one should tell at work.

The lot was almost full, it must be a good sandwich shop...or a good bookstore.

She grabbed an empty spot directly in front of the bookstore entrance and trotted over to the sandwich shop.

Trotted was the word her brain supplied, and then immediately she hated herself for it. Walked. She walked. Long legs made everything look like trotting if she was not careful. She smoothed the front of her work shirt and went inside before the thought could become something stranger.

It was not busy.

There was three people in the sandwich shop and two of them were behind the counter. The place smelled like toasted bread, onions, vinegar, and hot meat, which was enough to improve Erica’s mood by a measurable percentage. A bell above the door gave a polite little jingle. The cashier, a woman with purple nails and the calm authority of someone who knew exactly which sandwich was best, looked up from wiping the counter.

Erica studied the menu longer than necessary. There were too many choices, which was another form of attack. Turkey, ham, roast beef, chicken salad, Italian, club, spicy, toasted, cold, half, whole, combo, chips, drink. She could handle global anxiety and economic pressure, apparently, but ask her to choose bread under mild time constraints and society began to collapse.

She looked over the menu and got a sandwich the cashier recommended and she decided not to eat inside where the only other customer, a middle aged man that eyed her the whole time, might strike up a conversation.

He sat near the window with a half-eaten meatball sub and the kind of stare that made her skin want to exit the building independently. Not aggressive exactly. Not enough to complain about. Just present. Lingering. Curious in a way she had not invited. He looked away whenever she looked at him, which somehow made it worse because it proved he knew.

Her sandwich came wrapped in paper, warm and promising. Erica thanked the cashier, grabbed napkins, and left before the man could decide that sharing oxygen meant they were friends.

As she got back to her car, she checked the time, she still had nearly 45 minutes.

Forty-five minutes. A luxury. Practically a vacation. She sat in the driver’s seat, locked the doors out of habit, and unwrapped the sandwich in her lap. Steam lifted from the bread. The first bite was better than expected, salty and warm and sharp with mustard. She closed her eyes briefly and let herself enjoy it.

For several minutes, lunch was simple.

Chew. Swallow. Sip drink. Do not answer phone. Do not think about work. Do not think about rent. Do not think about how soon the break would end.

Then her gaze drifted.

She sat in the car eating her sandwich and looking at the bookstore windows and door. All covered in various adult advertisements when one caught her eye.

Most of the posters were exactly what she expected, which somehow made them easier not to see. Glossy women with impossible expressions. Men with too many muscles. Red letters promising things nobody should promise in public. Lingerie, leather, toys, movies, private booths. The usual loud, embarrassing carnival of other people’s desires.

But one poster was different.

Not because it was less explicit.

Because it was specific.

A woman in ponygirl gear.

Erica stopped chewing.

The woman in the image was posed in profile, head lifted, back arched, one leg raised in a prancing step that should have looked ridiculous but did not. Leather framed her face. A bit parted her mouth. Reins trailed from her bridle into the hand of someone cropped mostly out of the image. Her hair fell behind her like a mane, and something about the line of her body, the controlled posture, the proud humiliation of it, went through Erica with such sudden force that the sandwich in her hands became meaningless.

The world narrowed.

The call center vanished. The parking lot vanished. The middle-aged man in the sandwich shop, the traffic lights, the elevator cables, the rent, the old car, the company logo over her chest, all of it dropped away as if someone had cut the strings holding reality together.

Erica didn't realize she had stopped eating.

The sandwich rested in her hands, forgotten and cooling, a smear of mustard threatening the edge of the paper wrapper. Her jaw had gone still halfway through chewing, and only when she finally swallowed did she become aware of how dry her mouth had become. She just looked at the poster.

A woman in ponygirl gear.

The words formed in her mind slowly, carefully, as if naming it too quickly might scare it away. Ponygirl. Not a costume, exactly. Not like the cheap cat ears and nurse outfits she had seen in joke shops around Halloween. This was something else. There was discipline in it. Structure. A deliberate transformation. The woman was still obviously a woman, but she had been arranged into something that made Erica’s thoughts slip out of their usual grooves.

A person could be that?

A woman could become that?

Her heart gave a strange little kick.

She looked away, because that was what a sane person would do when something in an adult bookstore window made her feel as if the secret machinery of her soul had suddenly been photographed and taped to glass. Then she looked back immediately, because apparently sanity had not been invited to lunch.

For several seconds, Erica sat in her car with the air conditioning ticking faintly, a sandwich in her lap, and her whole life quietly rearranging itself around an advertisement.

Then she decided to get out of her car and go inside.

The decision happened before she had fully approved it. One moment she was telling herself she was only curious, which was one of the more dangerous lies available to human beings, and the next she had wrapped the sandwich back up, shoved it into the passenger seat, grabbed her pocketbook, and opened the car door. The outside air hit her face. The parking lot seemed brighter than it had a moment before. Too exposed. Too public. Surely everyone could see where she was going. Surely every driver on 88th Street, every person in the sandwich shop, every bird on every power line had stopped whatever they were doing to witness Erica make this terrible, fascinating decision.

She crossed the few steps to the bookstore entrance.

The posters on the door became larger as she approached. More bodies. More leather. More red lettering. The woman in ponygirl gear remained at the edge of her vision like a dare. Erica reached for the handle, hesitated once, hated herself for hesitating, then pulled the door open.

The bell above the door was loud enough to startle her.

It was not a cheerful bell. It was too sharp, too metallic, the sound of a trap announcing that it had been sprung. Erica flinched and immediately wished she could turn invisible. The half dozen men rustling around the shelves all looked up at her as did the muscular man behind the counter.

Of course they looked.

Of course every head turned.

She was a young woman walking alone into an adult bookstore at lunch time wearing a company golf shirt and slacks, tall enough to be seen over half the displays even if she tried to hide. There was no graceful way to be unnoticed in that situation. She felt naked even though she was fully dressed.

Worse than naked, maybe. Naked would have at least been honest. This was clothed and exposed at the same time, wrapped in fabric while her embarrassment stood bare in the middle of the aisle waving a flag.

The smell was odd, but not unpleasant and there was a low thumping music coming from behind a door on the far side of the store. The air held a strange mixture of plastic packaging, incense, old carpet, cardboard, leather, and something sweet from an air freshener working too hard against forces it did not fully understand. The music pulsed through the floor more than the air, a dull electronic heartbeat behind the racks and shelves.

Erica stood just inside the entrance, one hand still near the door as if she might need to flee.

The store was not what she expected. She did not know what she had expected, exactly. Maybe something darker. Dirtier. More dangerous. Maybe alarms, staring, judgment, shame made physical and sold at a discount. Instead it was organized like any specialty shop. Rows of shelves. Display racks. Price tags. A counter. A man behind it who looked more bored than predatory. The ordinariness made it somehow worse. The world had a place for things like this. A business license. A return policy, probably.

As she grew the courage to venture further in, the man behind the counter spoke.

"Eighteen and up only, miss." He said non judgmentally.

Erica froze and then walked up to him.

"I am." She said rummaging in her pocketbook for her ID. "Eighteen, I mean."

Her fingers immediately forgot how pockets worked. She found a receipt, a lip balm, two coins, her keys, a pen she did not remember owning, and finally the little plastic rectangle that proved she had survived childhood long enough to be legally embarrassed in public. She handed it over too quickly, then wondered if that looked suspicious, then wondered if wondering that looked suspicious.

He looked at her ID and scanned it into a machine.

The beep sounded enormous.

For a wild second, Erica imagined the machine rejecting her. Not because she was underage, but because it had somehow detected that she was too anxious to be allowed near adult material. A little screen would flash PLEASE RETURN WHEN LESS OBVIOUSLY PANICKED.

"Okie doke." He said handing it back. "Can I help you find anything in particular?"

The words made her anxiety come back in full force.

Anything in particular?

Yes. Maybe. No. Absolutely not. How was a person supposed to answer that? Did people answer that? Did strangers really walk into places like this and simply announce their desires to muscular men behind counters as if ordering soup?

Her brain supplied several possible responses, each worse than the last. I saw the woman in the horse thing. Do you have more horse women? Where is the section for people who have just discovered something alarming about themselves? Do you sell whatever that feeling in my stomach is?

"I...I think I will just look around." She said and he nodded.

No judgment, no pressure. Just kindness.

That made her feel both better and worse. Better because he was not laughing at her. Worse because kindness gave her fewer excuses to run. Erica thought he was a handsome man, but not her type. Too tall. Broad shoulders, thick arms, probably the sort of man other women imagined lifting them against walls or carrying furniture without swearing. She knew other tall women and they liked tall men, mostly because they did not feel as awkward around them, but she liked short men.

Little men especially.

Like the jockeys that raced horses.

The thought slipped through her before she could stop it, and her gaze dropped to the floor as if the carpet might protect her from herself. Jockeys had always fascinated her. Their size, their balance, the way they seemed built not to overpower something larger, but to guide it. To sit light and command speed. To lean close to a powerful body and become part of its motion. Erica had never admitted that out loud. She barely admitted it to herself. She could admire jockeys in videos and tell herself it was about the horses, the sport, the athleticism, the tradition. All true. All incomplete.

She hadn't found one yet, but she was still too young to go to the race track. For that she would have to be 21. Funny how she could go to an adult bookstore, but couldn't go where there was gambling. Laws.

Laws were strange. At eighteen, the world considered her old enough to vote, work full time, sign contracts, walk into this store, and apparently look at whatever terrifyingly specific category of desire had been waiting for her behind blacked-out windows. But she could not legally stand near a track and watch small men ride beautiful animals in circles for money.

Society had priorities. Stupid ones.

She crept around the store trying to keep a safe distance from the men in there. She was not looking to strike up a conversation. She held her pocketbook close against her side, not because she thought anyone would steal it, but because it gave her hands something to do. Her eyes skimmed over shelves without really reading them. Covers flashed by in bright, embarrassing fragments. Smiling mouths. Glossy skin. Leather straps. Cartoonish titles. Promises of things that seemed either impossible or uncomfortable or both.

Every time one of the men shifted at the end of an aisle, Erica moved in the opposite direction.

She had no interest in becoming someone’s conversation. She did not want advice. She did not want recommendations. She did not want a shared laugh or a knowing look. She wanted to find the thing from the poster and understand why it had hit her like a lightning strike directly to the spine.

She was looking for more images of women in the ponygirl gear like she saw on the poster. She had never seen anything like that before, a women being treated as is she was a horse.

Not simply dressed as one.

That was the part she could not stop circling.

Treated as one.

Guided. Harnessed. Trained. Displayed. Commanded.

Her breathing grew shallow as she moved deeper into the store. She turned one corner and found costumes. Another and found shelves of videos. Another and found books with black spines and red titles, arranged by categories she tried not to read too closely because every word seemed to know something about somebody. Maybe about her.

When she hit the fetish erotica section, she found what she had been looking for.

There it was.

Several books and magazines on the subject. Some in full latex outfits that covered their whole bodies, some is minimal restraints and no clothing at all. The variety stunned her. This was not one poster, one oddity, one strange photograph meant to shock passersby. This was a world. A whole shelf of it. Women with bridles. Women with tails. Women pulling carts. Women kneeling in stalls. Women with boots shaped like hooves, arms bound, heads high, eyes bright or lowered or defiant or blissfully empty of decisions.

Erica stared.

Her skin prickled.

Something inside her, something she had been stepping around for years without looking directly at it, lifted its head.

She hadn't realized how hard she was breathing until she reached out to pick up one that showed a small man riding a tall naked woman, bit in her mouth, arms behind her back, boots with hooves on her feet and a smile despite the red marks on her legs and ass from the crop her jockey wielded.

The cover seemed designed specifically to ruin her.

The woman was tall. Not just tall in the vague model way, but tall in a way Erica recognized in her own bones. Long back, long thighs, powerful legs folded beneath the burden and still somehow elegant. She should have looked humiliated. Maybe she did. But there was something in her expression that confused Erica more than shame would have. A smile. Not broad. Not silly. Something deeper and stranger. Like surrender had not erased her, but completed a sentence she had been trying to speak for years.

The little man was riding on her back, sitting on her bound forearms, his legs poking through under her armpits and the reins in his hand.

He was not large. He was not the sort of man who could physically overwhelm her by size alone. That mattered in a way Erica did not yet have words for. His authority came from position, from gear, from confidence, from her acceptance of the role beneath him. From the reins. From the crop. From the fact that she was strong enough to carry him and yet the image insisted he was the one in control.

Erica’s thumb brushed the edge of the book.

Her pulse beat in her throat.

Erica could see a tail behind her and imagined it swishing from side to side as she ran.

The image moved in her mind. The woman breathing through the bit. Hooves striking ground. The rider shifting his weight. A crop tap against her flank, not random, not cruel exactly, but instructive. Run. Turn. Faster. Good girl. The thought of those words, even imagined, made Erica’s knees feel untrustworthy.

She snapped the book closed as if it had spoken aloud.

Then opened it just enough to confirm she wanted it.

Then snapped it closed again because apparently she was now negotiating with printed paper.

She quickly went to the counter and paid for the book before returning to her car.

The man behind the counter did not smirk. He did not comment. He rang it up, placed it in a plain bag, and treated the transaction with the casual professionalism of someone selling light bulbs. Erica appreciated that more than she could possibly explain. Her hands still trembled slightly when she took the bag. She was painfully aware of the other men in the store, of the bell above the door, of the bright parking lot waiting outside, of her company shirt, of the lunch break clock ticking down somewhere in the ordinary world.

The bell shouted again when she left.

The air outside felt too hot, too open. Erica crossed back to her car with the bag clutched against her side, trying not to move too quickly and absolutely moving too quickly. She unlocked the door, slid into the driver’s seat, and shut herself inside.

For a moment, she just sat there breathing.

The sandwich waited on the passenger seat.

Work waited across town.

The book waited in the bag like a live thing.

She sat in the car slowly sweating as she read the book.

At first, she told herself she was only going to look at a few pages. Just enough to understand what she had bought. Just enough to satisfy curiosity. Just enough to prove the cover had affected her because it was surprising, not because it had reached into some unlit room inside her and turned on a flood lamp.

Three lies in a row, which was impressive even for a lunch break.

The first page became the second. The second became the fifth. Then she was no longer sitting in the parking lot of an adult bookstore eating a half-forgotten sandwich during her lunch hour. She was somewhere else entirely. Somewhere structured by reins and stalls and commands. Somewhere shame did not look like shame because everyone in the story had agreed to call it training. Somewhere the women were not asked what they wanted for dinner or whether they had updated their voter survey notes properly. They were groomed. Harnessed. Fed. Exercised. Corrected.

It was like she had entered an alien world, one where women were kept like livestock, treated like property and trained to race, jump and prance like horses.

The rational part of Erica, the thin nervous supervisor that lived behind her eyes and carried a clipboard full of objections, immediately tried to file a complaint.

This is wrong.

This is ridiculous.

This is not something normal people read in parking lots.

This is definitely not something you should be reading while wearing a work shirt with a company logo over your chest.

But the rest of her did not care. The rest of her leaned closer. Her eyes moved greedily over the paragraphs. Her thumb held the page down. Her breath came faster when the story described a woman learning to respond to reins instead of words, to stand where she was placed, to eat when she was fed, to sleep without needing to decide what tomorrow would demand of her.

Erica was enthralled.

Their lives were not easy, but they were simple.

That was the dangerous part.

The women in the story worked. They sweated. They obeyed. They were punished when they failed and praised when they pleased. Their bodies belonged to routine. Their choices narrowed until each moment seemed to contain only one correct answer. Walk. Kneel. Hold still. Open. Run. Wait. Good girl.

The phrase should have embarrassed her.

It did embarrass her.

It also made something low in her stomach tighten so sharply she had to shift in the driver’s seat and press her knees together.

Do as you are told.

The idea rang in her head with terrible beauty.

No deciding whether she could afford groceries after paying insurance. No wondering whether a caller was about to scream at her. No calculating commute times like a woman defusing explosives. No managing every possible disaster before it happened. No carrying the whole weight of Erica around every second of the day.

Just instruction.

Just obedience.

Just the relief of being shaped by someone else’s will.

She swallowed and turned another page.

The car had grown hot around her. The air conditioning was off because the engine was off, and the sun had shifted enough to pour through the windshield. Heat gathered under the glass and settled over her skin. Sweat slipped down between her shoulder blades beneath her work shirt. Her ponytail stuck slightly to the back of her neck. The paper bag from the bookstore lay crumpled near her feet like evidence.

She knew she should stop.

She knew she should check the time.

She knew she should wrap up the rest of her sandwich, fix her hair, freshen her face, and return to the call center like a responsible employee who had not just discovered a secret door inside herself.

Instead, she kept reading.

Erica read the whole first and second chapters before realizing she was late getting back to work.

The realization hit like cold water.

She jerked upright, looked at the dashboard clock, and made a small strangled sound that was half gasp and half profanity even though no actual word formed. Late. Not almost late. Not technically still fine. Late. Lunch had betrayed her. Time had become slippery and escaped while she was busy reading about bridles and paddocks and women with shining skin learning to trot.

Panic snapped everything back into place.

She tucked the book in her glove box and got out of there.

The glove box resisted closing at first because of course it did. Erica shoved it with the heel of her hand until it clicked, then started the car, threw the wrapper from her sandwich toward the passenger seat, and pulled out of the lot too quickly before immediately braking because another car was passing. Her heart hammered. She checked the mirror. Checked the street. Checked the clock. Checked the mirror again.

She was drenched in sweat.

Partially from sitting for so long in a hot car and partially from the excitement of what she had discovered. Her shirt clung to her back. Her hairline felt damp. Her face was flushed in a way she desperately hoped would look like heat and not like she had spent lunch learning something deeply compromising about herself.

The rest of her work day went by like a turtle crawling up a down escalator.

Every call lasted forever. Every pause between calls lasted less than a heartbeat. Erica read the script, clicked the boxes, confirmed demographic information, thanked strangers for their time, apologized when they were annoyed, and all the while the book waited in her glove box five stories below like buried treasure or a ticking bomb.

She kept seeing flashes of it.

A bridle.

A bit.

A woman’s arched back.

A small man holding reins.

The word ponygirl repeated in her mind until it stopped sounding like a category and started sounding like an answer.

Her headset felt heavier than usual. The cord brushed her shoulder and for one absurd second she imagined reins. She typed survey answers and imagined hooves striking ground. Someone on the phone began explaining, at length, why every politician was part of a secret criminal network involving weather machines, and Erica nodded along silently while thinking about the simplicity of being told when to move and when to stop.

By the last hour, she was no longer working so much as enduring the space between herself and the glove box.

When she was done, she couldn't wait to read the book and ended up pulling off the road part way home and turning on the overhead light.

She had intended to drive straight back to Rivertown. That had been the plan. Responsible people went home after work. Responsible people made dinner, showered, maybe watched television, maybe read scandalous books in the privacy of their own apartments where the only witness was a dead houseplant and the possibility of regret.

But the ranches came up along the state road, and the sky dimmed into evening, and her hands kept tightening on the steering wheel as the unread pages pulled at her. By the time she passed a long stretch of fence with a gravel shoulder beside it, her self-control simply stepped aside and allowed poor decision-making to take the wheel.

She parked beneath a line of trees near a quiet pasture, turned off the engine, and sat in the sudden hush.

The world outside was blue with twilight. Crickets had begun their steady little argument in the grass. Somewhere beyond the fence, a horse snorted softly. Erica turned on the overhead light and took the book from the glove box.

The yellow bulb filled the car with a small, private glow.

She sat parked reading the book like she had discovered a whole new part of herself that she knew was there, but was always afraid to acknowledge.

That was the truth of it, and the truth made her throat feel tight.

This was not new. Not really.

The book had not created the feeling. It had only named it. It had put leather and reins and posture around something Erica had always felt without understanding. The ache when she watched horses move. The strange sadness when her ponytail swished behind her. The private thrill of being naked on the balcony where no one could see, and the complicated disappointment that no one did.   The way ordinary freedom exhausted her because freedom meant deciding, and deciding meant fearing every consequence.

She had thought wanting less responsibility meant she was weak.

Maybe she was weak.

Or maybe she was something else.

The story did not give her a clean answer. It gave her images. Sensations. Rules. A world where surrender did not look like failure but transformation. The women inside those pages did not vanish when they became ponies. They became more visible, more controlled, more treasured. Their owners watched them with attention Erica could barely imagine surviving. Their bodies mattered. Their obedience mattered. Their training mattered. Even their mistakes mattered enough to correct.

Erica shifted in the seat, suddenly aware of her own long legs folded awkwardly under the steering wheel.

She imagined herself outside the car. Not in slacks and tennis shoes. Not with a headset dent in her hair. Not rushing, apologizing, calculating, fearing. She imagined her hair loose like a mane. Her back straight. Her hands not free to fidget. Her mouth held open around a bit so she could not explain herself into circles. Someone smaller than her standing close, calm and certain, touching her flank with a crop and expecting movement instead of excuses.

She had to close the book for a moment.

Then she opened it again.

A few hours later when she finished the story, Erica closed the book and was tempted to drive back to the bookstore and buy another.

The temptation was immediate and unreasonable. The bookstore was not close. It was late. She was tired. She still had to drive home. She had work again eventually because apparently discovering a profound personal truth did not cancel scheduled employment. But the hunger in her chest wanted more. More stories. More images. More proof that this strange world existed somewhere beyond the boundaries of one paperback.

She looked at the dark road ahead.

Then at the book in her lap.

Then at the clock.

But she decided it would be better to go home and get some sleep.

That was the sensible decision, which made it disappointing by nature. She placed the book carefully on the passenger seat instead of hiding it back in the glove box. Hiding it felt dishonest now. Not because she was ready to leave it out where anyone could see, absolutely not, society had not advanced that far in the last three hours, but because putting it away felt like pretending it had not mattered.

It had mattered.

That was the problem.

When she started the car and the headlights flooded the world in front of her, she saw a horse sticking it's head out over the fence of the ranch she had parked next to.

Erica froze.

The horse stood just beyond the beam of light, its dark head over the top rail, ears forward, eyes catching a pale reflection from her headlights. It had been there silently, or had come up while she was reading, and now it looked at her with calm, unreadable interest. No judgment. No embarrassment. No smirk. Just the steady attention of an animal that did not care what she had bought or why her cheeks were hot.

She stared at it for a long time.

The horse breathed out, nostrils flaring. Its mane shifted in the evening air. It seemed impossibly peaceful. Contained by the fence, yes. Owned by someone, certainly. But not crushed. Not frantic. Not scattered into a thousand anxious pieces. It simply existed there in the dark, large and beautiful and waiting for whatever came next.

Erica’s hand moved without thinking to her ponytail.

For one breath, the distance between them felt thin.

Then the horse turned its head slightly, as if dismissing her or inviting her or reminding her that she was still on the wrong side of the fence. Erica swallowed, looked down at the book on the passenger seat, and felt the strange ache again.

She slowly got back onto the road and drove home.

~At her apartment~

Erica came out of the shower wrapped in a towel.

The apartment was dim except for the weak yellow light spilling from the bathroom behind her. Steam followed her into the main room in soft ghosts, curling around her shoulders and fading into the cooler air. Her hair was damp and heavy down her back, dripping onto the towel she had tucked under her arms. Her skin still held the warmth of the shower, that temporary clean comfort that always made her feel, for about thirty seconds, as if she had reset her life instead of merely rinsed the day off.

The book sat on her small table.

She had put it there when she came in, then moved it to the counter, then moved it back to the table as if its location mattered. It was face down now, which somehow made it more suspicious than if she had left the cover showing. She had not thrown it away. She had not hidden it. She had not opened it again either, though she had looked at it six different times while undressing, brushing her teeth, and stepping into the shower.

It had changed the apartment.

That was stupid, but true.

Her same little studio with the secondhand furniture and too-small kitchen and balcony overlooking the river now contained a secret. Not a huge secret in the grand scheme of human sin, perhaps, but huge to Erica. The kind of secret that made the ordinary objects around it look like they were pretending not to notice.

She heard the heavy rainfall outside and went out onto the balcony to enjoy the rainy night.

The sound pulled her before she thought better of it. Rain always did. Rain softened the world in the same way the river did, turning sharp noises into hush and distance. She crossed the room barefoot, leaving faint damp marks on the floor, and slid the balcony door open.

The storm rolled into the apartment at once.

Cool air rushed over her wet skin and under the towel, making her shiver so hard her shoulders jumped. She should have closed the door. She should have dried her hair, put on pajamas, gone to bed, and pretended tomorrow would not arrive with all its stupid demands. Instead, she stepped outside.

It was a heavy rain, she couldn't even see the buildings across the river and the water below was raging from the sudden increase in volume. Flowing faster than a speeding car.

The world had vanished beyond the balcony. Across the river there should have been windows, rooftops, old brick walls, little rectangles of human life stacked in the dark. Now there was only moving gray-black air and sheets of rain slicing through the glow of streetlights. The buildings were gone. The opposite bank was gone. Rivertown itself had become suggestion and sound.

Below, the river had changed.

In the morning it had been soothing, a steady soft roar three stories down. Now it was alive in a different way. Swollen. Angry. Muscular. It hammered through the channel with a force that made Erica grip the balcony rail without meaning to. White foam flashed in the darkness wherever the water struck stone or debris or itself. The calm ribbon she had loved had become something with teeth.

Lightning lit up the sky and the thunder that followed bellowed at her.

For one white instant the whole town appeared in violent detail. The slick balcony rail. The neighboring plants whipping in the wind. The river below, high and fast and full of broken reflections. Then darkness slammed back down and thunder rolled through the buildings so deeply she felt it in her ribs.

It
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